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Research in L2 writing fluency has been described as “sketchy at best” (Bruton &
Kirby, 1987, p.87). Despite this, the concept remains as pervasive as it is problem-
atic. In recent years, growing recognition of the need for more detailed definitional
analysis of the concept has led to research that questions the largely uncritical his-
tory of the idea in L2 writing research. This paper examines the key aspects of L2
writing fluency literature through first examining the concept of fluency in general,
and then moving on to an examination of fluency as employed in specific L2 writ-
ing research.
II. Fluency
Before proceeding to an examination of how ‘fluency’ is conceptualized and opera-
tionalized in L1 and L2 writing research, it is useful to understand how the concept
is understood more generally; this is not least because (as will be seen) insofar as a
taxonomical genealogy can be established, L2 fluency definitions have been heavily
influenced by those applied in research aimed at the other skills (particularly speak-
ing). In wider discussion, fluency is normally meant to encapsulate the ease of ac-
cess to, and production of, existing language knowledge (e.g. Nation, 2014, p.11),
usually ensconced in some qualitative-temporal requirement. Yet, it seems, ‘fluency’
is as ubiquitous as it is variedly applied. Such a contrast is heightened given the
common expectation that differences in language ability should be explicable in
terms of fluency, and the frequent conflation of fluency with intelligence, creativity,
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or social “skill” (to name but a few) (Day, 1979, p.57; see especially Murphy,
1973). But it is not just in the realm of L2 writing research that fluency has been
applied discordantly. Fluency in wider Linguistics has been measured/understood in
terms of one or more of: temporality and/or continuousness; coherence/logic and/or
semantical density; degree and scope of sociolinguistic appropriacy/efficacy; and
what might be broadly termed creativity/imagination (Fillmore, 1979, p.93, 2000).
‘Fluency’, in some form or other, often stands for a presumed or defined qualitative
measure in practically every aspect of language competence (Chomsky, 1965); in
such circumstances, difficulties in operationalization/measurement and cross and
intra-study consistency (see Lennon, 1990; Pallotti, 2009) are understandable.
In L2 reading studies there has been an extensive debate on fluency definition (e.g.
Kuhn & Stahl, 2004; Waring, 2014, p.214), where the search for definitional homo-
geneity has manifested in amalgamated concepts (e.g. Atkins, 2014, p.244-5; Wolf
& Katzir-Cohen, 2001). A comparably modest body of discussion of L2 listening
fluency definition (especially Brumfit, 1984) has yielded a similar consensus around
an essentially composite concept (Segalowitz, 2003; Tsai, 2014). L2 speaking re-
search has typically provided the basis of fluency definition, and has been the site of
much anxiety surrounding widespread usage of the term, despite the near-absence of
any definitional substance (Guillot, 1999, p. vii; Kirk, 2014, p.101). Again, in the
absence of a holistic/homogenous ‘fluency’ (beyond equating it with proficiency),
researchers have looked to operationalize many quantitative factors, such as speech
rate (e.g. Schoonjans et al, 2010; Nation, 1989; Tavakoli & Skehan, 2005), pauses
(e.g. Wood, 2001), and repair fluency (see Onoda, 2014, p.122), with the range of
measures fostering apprehension regarding conceptual overlap (Onoda, 2014, p.124:
Pallotti, 2009). The issue of conceptual clarity with regards to speaking will be re-
addressed in the next section, but even this brief analysis of definitional problems
beyond L2 writing research serves to highlight the burden of employing ‘fluency’
(where one is committed to doing so with clarity, at least). Three further points re-
quire consideration. First, the kind of unreflective employment of ‘fluency’ be-
moaned by some commentators is perhaps facilitated by extra-disciplinary, popular
concepts of ‘fluency’, sustained by familiarity and repetition, and leading to a disci-
plinary repertoire of definitions that is markedly both “multiform and ambivalent”
(Guillott, 1999, p.24). Second, there is emerging pan-disciplinary acknowledgement
of the need for a degree of conceptual clarity, appreciable in the growing body of
literature that acknowledges (and increasingly, explicitly tackles) the definitional
problem. Finally, the importance of fluency is widely agreed upon. If nothing else,
the sheer entrenchment and tenacity of the concept within the discipline demands its
exploration, even if the totality of its use is found to be conceptually intractable
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(Guillott, 1999, p.26). Fluency is frequently cited as a crucial target/component of
L2 education (e.g. Alisaari & Heikkola, 2016; Elbow, 1973; MacGowan-Gilhooly,
1991), has been lauded as a critical component of comprehensive and effective L2
curricula (especially Nation, 2007), is an integral component in the increasingly in-
fluential of task-based approach (e.g. Skehan 1996, 2003), and is understood to be
the ultimate aim of even the most modest, ‘survival’ L2 projects (see Nation &
Crabbe, 1991). Perhaps most importantly, fluency is typically the stated goal of lan-
guage learners themselves (e.g. Finch, 2014).
III. L2 Writing Fluency
Despite this importance, which with respect to writing centers on the potential of re-
search to reveal the difficulties learners undergo in textual production, fluency re-
mains disappointingly under-examined (Latif, 2014, p.196). L2 writing research is
riddled with inconsistent and/or perfunctory conceptual operationalization, as if the
issue of the nature of fluency in writing is a resolved question (Bruton & Kirby,
1987, p.89-90). Such absence of theoretical rigor has resulted in a range of measure-
ments, which can be broadly understood in a twofold division. First, product-based
operationalization of fluency has accounted for the bulk of existent L2 writing flu-
ency research (e.g. Ballator et al, 1999; Reynolds, 2005; Storch, 2009; Muller,
2014). Such product-based approaches examine learner texts irrespective of genera-
tive processes and/or contextual considerations (Latif, 2014, p.196), focusing mainly
on quantitative elements such as number of words/t-units (Elola, 2006), number of
correctly spelled words/sentences/letter-sequences (Rosenthal, 2007), and (most com-
monly) rate of composition (e.g. Chenoweth & Hayes, 2011; Hatasa & Soeda,
2000). Quantitative-process dominance of fluency research in L2 writing has its
roots in the 1970s, where researchers adapted by then established approaches (espe-
cially Skehan, 2003) to speaking fluency (see Latif, 2012, p.100). This early asso-
ciation of writing fluency with quantitative-process factors is especially discernible
in the prominence of inquiries that examine freewriting (e.g. Cohen, 2013; Elbow,
1973; Macrorie, 1970), often coupled with topic selection (e.g. Bonzo, 2008; Dick-
inson, 2014; Grogan & Lucas, 2013; LeBlanc & Fujieda, 2012), and/or positioning
fluency as a remedy to contexts where over-focus on accuracy may be detrimental
(see Connor-Linton, 1995; Kobayakawa, 2003). Further complication of the history
of fluency in L2 writing research arises from its inclusion in the debate surrounding
the efficacy of feedback/grading (e.g. Truscott, 1996, 2007), where it has almost ex-
clusively been employed in a quantitative-process manner (e.g. Armstrong, 2010;
Chandler, 2003).
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The problem is not merely one of intra-affirming definitional confusion. The near
identification of fluency with freewriting (in terms of the proportion of research, see
Bruton & Kirby, 1987, p.89-91) is probably not incidental; in the face of conceptual
ambiguity, and incubated by the feedback/grading debate, freewriting activities (with
topic selection as a variable) are manageable in terms of classroom implementation,
and also represent feasible objects of research. Given the definitional quagmire out-
lined thus far, the implementation and often multiple replication (Bonzo, 2008; Gro-
gan & Lucas, 2013; Rettig-Miki & Sholdt, 2014) of limited scope, product-
orientated studies is perhaps understandable. Over-reliance on limited process-based
features not only underplays (or flat ignores) more complex processes in textual
generation, playing into a one-size-fits-all, write-by-numbers approach that “robs
students of authority and control . . . [which are] crucial to developing and maturing
sense of written fluency” (Bruton & Kirby, 1987, p.90), and may even be counter-
productive (Bruton, 1986). In any case, the dependability and suitability of product-
based approaches has been the subject of recent criticism. The suitability of near-
wholesale import of speaking fluency measures, set against the appreciably higher
cognitive demands of writing production, is one main concern; planning, translation,
transcription, and retrieval processes (amongst others, see Latif, 2012, p.101-2) have
been found to dominate writing time (Flower & Hayes, 1981), a clear problem
given the quantitative-temporal nature of much L2 writing fluency research. Addi-
tionally, inconsistencies in the effect of contextual factors (Wolf-Quintero et al,
1998), pausing (Bereiter & Scardamalia, 1987), and accuracy/repair aspects (Hamp-
Lyons, 1991) have been shown to affect quantitative output in ways that are unique
to writing (Latif, 2012, p.102-3). Finally, one study has shown that the two key
process-based measurements of composition rate and (various) textual quantities, are
not strong indicators of production fluency (Latif, 2009).
Process-based indicators have to a small extent been present since the inception of
L2 writing fluency research, with length of proposed text (Chenoweth & Hayes,
2001; Friedlander, 1989; Kaufer et al, 1986), and output ‘chunk’ size (Kelly, 1986;
Perl, 1979; Wang, 2005), and pausing (e.g. Bosher, 1998) emerging as likely mean-
ingful measures of fluency. In addition, through employment of online observation,
studies have indicated that pauses in composition processes, understood as indicators
of length of proposed text, can be used as indicators of written fluency (Friedlander,
1989; Kaufer, Hayes, & Flower, 1986), and others have employed keystroke meas-
urements to assess effort expounded in textual production (Matsuno et al, 2007).
Such approaches actually capture much of the essence of the earliest attempt to as-
sess written fluency, which employed kymographic measurement to determine fac-
tors affecting flow in production (Van Bruggen, 1946). Recently, other researchers
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have adapted this concept of mean length of writing/processing episode has been
taken up with think-aloud protocols employed (e.g. Raimes, 1985; Latif, 2009;
Wang, 2005). Process-based inquiries have been characterized by the increased com-
plexity attendant to the additional contextual and production process factors being
considered, and more nuanced/introspective definitional/operational reflection.
IV. Pedagogical Implications/Future Research
Clearly, growing acknowledgment of definitional issues with fluency in L2 writing
research is generating new strategies that have the potential to inform classroom
practice. As has been seen, both think-aloud protocols and keystroke logging have
been utilized in recent studies, where translation episode length is being explored as
a real-time equivalent of measures used in examining spoken production. Such ef-
forts have indicated that developing learners’ linguistic knowledge can stimulate flu-
ency conceived as a function of control (Latif, 2014, p.207). Such in-class strategies
must be sensitive to context and proficiency, with short timed writing activities and
skill-linking being currently suggested as effective fluency-building pedagogy (Na-
tion, 2014, p.14). It might be argued however that recent progress has been pre-
dominantly in the correct rather than the resolution of the definitional crisis sur-
rounding fluency. As long as this remains the case, concrete pedagogical insights
are bound to remain limited. A recent volume on the state of L2 fluency research in
Asian contexts (Muller et al, 2014), most of the contents of which has been covered
in this broad literature review, reveals much about this predicament. Throughout this
volume, the need to re-think fluency is addressed, but the concept itself is some-
times equated with proficiency, and elsewhere communicative competence (for a re-
view see Apple, 2016). The concept of fluency requires refraction into more detailed
sub-aspects, such that the now relatively commonplace recognition that the tradi-
tional employment of the idea has been overly-simplified can be remedied. With re-
spect to writing, perhaps more than the other skills, this is easier said than done.
The work aimed at breaking down the meta-cognitive aspects of writing production
has a tendency to surmount the definitional problem through focus on procedure (es-
pecially the use of think-aloud protocols mentioned above), can obfuscate the writ-
ers themselves; conventional approaches to measuring fluency, in other words, have
acted in service of theory and not learners/classroom practice (Bruton & Kirby,
1987, p.91-2). Written fluency, as Marie-Noëlle Guillot suggests, needs to be
deproblematicized through careful definitional analysis, and pursued as a pedagogy
in its own right (Guillot, 1999, p.24). The former aspect is now arguably underway,
as has been seen in this literature review, but the latter element is poorly repre-
sented, with effectiveness of classroom-based writing fluency activities a largely un-
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explored area (Nation, 2014, p.21). Writing fluency has gained some prominence as
a recognized issue, but resolution of the definitional dilemma is suspended between
the L2 writing fluency/accuracy and process/product debates (see Casanave, 2004,
p.64-75). Future research might then benefit from analysis whether new process-
orientated measurements of L2 writing fluency concur with the previous quantita-
tively assessed research suggesting fluency-first approaches. Further, the problems of
think-aloud protocols notwithstanding, process-orientated approaches such as Mu-
hammad Latif’s 2009 study (Latif, 2009) could be applied to the personal/expressive
-academic debate (e.g. Casanave, 2004; Horowitz, 1986) in the significant body of
journal writing/freewriting literature.
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